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THE UNSETTLING OF AMERICA:
CULTURE & AGRICULTURE
WENDELL BERRY
San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1977, 228 pp., $9.95.

Wendell Berry's The Unsettling of America1 is an important critique of mid-twentieth century American agricultural policy. Berry's
critique is perceptive and accurate, although its precision is often
diffused or, in places, even lacking. The importance of this book is
that it challenges the basic operational assumptions (and, it should be
added, non-assumptions) of the conventional wisdom of agricultural
policy makers, a particular bete noir being Earl Butz. That conventional wisdom defines progress as the continuation of cultural trends
generated by technological developments without regard to political,
social, ecological or humanistic values. Berry rejects such complacency.
Berry's form of argument is similar to Aldo Leopold's style in A
Sand County Almanac. Berry, much like Leopold did, divides man
into economic man and ecological man. Economic man is blind to
the essential working of the man-mind-land relationship, and, in economic man's pursuit of "success," society's welfare can be grossly
suboptimized. Externality theory has, indeed, demonstrated that
Adam Smith's backhand can be more important than his supposed
invisible hand. The belief that social welfare is optimized by certain
individuals becoming "successful" relies in part on the psychology
and arrogance of hierarchy. One result is the conceptualization of
"food as a weapon" and the delivery of the grain farmers into the
hands of corporations.
There is an alternative. Wendell Berry talks "about the idea that as
many as possible should share in the ownership of the land and thus
be bound to it by economic interest, by the investment of love and
work, by family loyalty, by memory and tradition." This alternative
is based upon human values in the context of a long term reality,
which is in distinction to the belief of the "fantasists in government
and industry" that the fictions they use in reaching decisions constitute a preferred reality.
These fantasists are specialists and, although their expertise is par1. The thesis of the book appeared as a two part essay (Parts I & II) in 222 NATION
149, 181 (1976). John R. Woods' critique of the essay and Berry's response both appear in
222 NATION 312 (1976).
An excerpt from the book appears in [19771 SIERRA CLUB BULL. (Oct. 1977).
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tial, they acquire an attitude that their views are appropriate general
solutions. This attitude appears to be much like that of Jean Coutrot,
a French Synarchist of the 1930's, who thought that Western Society
"could only be saved by the technicians who really ran the industries, the banks, and the trade unions and who alone.., understood
the complexities of twentieth-century industrialized society.''2 However, the most important issues are policy issues for which technical
solutions did not then and do not now exist. Since policy lies beyond
the ken of specialists, they rely on facts as normative benchmarks.
Average farm size has been growing and, ergo in the logic of Ezra T.
Benson,, farmers should "Get big or get out." Such advice is devoid
of any conception of a better, as opposed to a mechanistic, society.
Berry also criticizes the neo-environmentalists for faults based on
their "terrarium view of the world," their elitism, and their selfhatred. While the Butz-Benson philosophy of so-called productivity,
economies of scale, and agripower is lacking in human values, the
neo-environmentalists' preoccupation with the sanctity of nature is
naive. These views are in contrast to Berry's theme of man in nature,
by which man achieves social and human values in relative harmony
with natural conditions.
Berry goes on to describe the "community-killing" aspects of
modem agriculture and he queries the relevance of those economists
who do not incorporate the limits of their criteria and logic in their
analyses of marginal farming. Berry is correct in asserting that "food
is a cultural product" and, it follows, conventional economic analysis
is too partial to be a true measure of a complete social welfare
function for marginal farming. But Berry verges on overstating his
case for the virtues of small farms. The resurrection of the small
farmer as the return of the noble savage would constitute, as Berry
must know, an incomplete conceptualization of such people. The
deficiencies of country living are not discussed by Berry, because he
is arguing that the choice of lifestyles should be permitted to be
feasible. He is not arguing that small farming is the ideal lifestyle for
everyone.
Chapter seven, "The Body & The Earth," is an "exceedingly
strange" intrusion into his theme. In this chapter, he discusses health,
suicide, blind Gloucester in Shakespeare's King Lear, dismemberment
of the household, spousal fidelity, and Homer's Odyssey in an attempt to find connections between cultural and agricultural disintegration. He suggests that "There is an uncanny resemblance between
2. W. SHIRER, THE COLLAPSE OF THE THIRD REPUBLIC: AN INQUIRY INTO
THE FALL OF FRANCE IN 1940, 237 (1969).
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our behavior toward each other and our behavior toward the earth.
Between our relation to our own sexuality and our relation to the
reproductivity of the earth, for instance, the resemblance is plain and
strong and apparently inescapable. By some connection that we do
not recognize, the willlingness to exploit one becomes the willingness
to exploit the other." This theme might be reasonable, but Berry's
statement of the theme is far from being theoretically elegant, lacks
citations of authoritative support, and reads more meaningfully than
it actually is. Berry's credibility becomes strained when he analogizes
that "The farm can exist only within the wilderness of mystery and
natural force" and "Similarly, the instinctive sexuality within which
marriage exists must somehow be made to thrive within marriage."
He then goes on to discuss a need for "sacred groves" and the cultural failure created by the encapsulation of sexuality by its absolute
separation from problems of fertility through birth control technology. Berry attempts to unify this rambling chapter by observing that
"[tI he modern urban-industrial society is based on a series of radical
disconnections between body and soul, husband and wife, marriage
and community, community and the earth." This theme is not necessarily erroneous, but I find Berry's formulation to be unconvincing.
Berry does return in chapters eight and nine to issues of agricultural policy. Chapter eight is a thoughtful critique of land-grant colleges, which undoubtedly will be summarily rejected, if not simply
ignored, by persons entrenched in the soil colleges. His critique follows the thrust of his general thesis that American agriculture is
being grossly sub-optimized by specialists.
In chapter nine, Berry makes some of his most important observations and arguments on the feasibility of organic, small scale farming,
and he again raises the issue of "marginal farms." He closes with a
twelve point program of public remedies.
Wendell Berry's The Unsettling of America is an attempt to reorient our vision of agriculture in America today. This alternative
perspective is needed.
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